Abstract
Introduction/Conceptual Framework
This study builds on research reported in 1997 (Connors & Brousseau, 1997) , 1998 (Thuemmel, Meaders, Mannebach, & Brousseau, 1998) and 2000 (Edwards & Thuemmel, 2000) for the improvement and modernization of teaching and learning in Lithuanian agricultural high schools and higher schools (postsecondary). In the years 1996-98, inservice programs for agricultural education were a part of the on-going professional development efforts of the American Professional Partnership for Lithuanian Education (APPLE) in cooperation with the Lithuanian Ministry of Agriculture and Forestry (MOAF) and the Ministry of Education and Science (MOES). APPLE is a non-profit, nongovernmental organization devoted to providing professional development opportunities for Lithuanian educators, including agricultural teachers. One of APPLE's primary goals is to "empower Lithuania's educators by putting them in possession of recent, relevant, and progressive educational research and practice" (APPLE, 1999, p. 9 ). The 1998 agricultural education inservice "strands" were conducted as a part of the APPLE-sponsored courses (i.e., workshops) offered at Kaunas and Utena, Lithuania. This report describes participants' perceptions about "usefulness" of the 1998 inservice topics and their views about future inservice education needs.
Lithuania is one of the Former Soviet Republics that regained its independence with dissolution of the Soviet Union in 1991. It has often been referred to as one of the "Baltic States," a group of nations that includes its northern neighbors Latvia and Estonia. Lithuania is an Eastern European nation that is slightly larger than the state of West Virginia and has a population of approximately 3.7 million people. It shares terrestrial borders with Kaliningrad, a Russian Oblast, to the southwest, with Poland to the south, Belarus to the south and east, and Latvia to the north; the Baltic Sea forms its western border.
Agriculture and the natural resource system is a significant part of the Lithuanian economy. As a Soviet Republic, Lithuania was a major exporter of agricultural products to other parts of the Soviet Union; these goods were "primarily processed meat, dairy products and fish" (United States Department of Commerce, 1998, p. 3) . In 1997, the United States Department of State estimated that nine percent of Lithuania's Gross National Product (GNP) resulted from Agriculture and Forestry. Yet, following the break-up of the Soviet Union many of the markets for Lithuania's agricultural commodities were lost (United States Department of Commerce, 1998). Moreover, while traditional markets were disappearing the country's agricultural infrastructure underwent massive reform, shifting from a highly centralized, state-controlled system that included state and collective farms to one that was privatized into agricultural companies and family-owned units (Meyers, Kazlauskiene, & Giugale, 1999) . "However, due to the lack of financial resources and inefficiency in the crediting system, many of Lithuania's new farmers are operating at subsistence levels" (United States Department of Commerce, p. 3).
Researchers (Ruffio & Barloy, 1995) have posited that "Central and Eastern Europe [including Lithuania] have emerged from decades of centralised economic planning and political dictatorship and are moving towards democracy and a market economy" (p. 1) and, therefore, "It is essential that higher education in agricultural and food sciences undergo rapid adaptation" (p. 1). Moreover, Roffe (1996) opined that, "The emergence of Lithuania as an independent republic and its transition from a centrally planned economy to a market system" (p. 109) makes it extremely important that vocational education become "more flexible, active and market oriented" (p. 118). "Another major issue is the necessity of undertaking or participating in the reconstruction of technical education in agriculture (teacher training, redefinition of course contents and teaching methods…)" (Ruffio & Barloy, 1995, p. 4) . However, Roffe (1996) concluded, "the accompanying processes of educational reform have introduced new challenges for which they [educators] were ill prepared in terms of skills and knowledge" (p. 122). In concurrence, Connors and Brousseau (1997) found that Lithuanian vocational teachers (including agriculture teachers) needed more inservice education to assist them in developing appropriate teaching methodologies and related instructional materials for vocational courses. Thuemmel et al. (1998) concluded, "Knowledge of the perceptions held by agricultural educators is especially important when conducting bilateral professional development activities in a country like Lithuania" (p. 10). In support, Waters and Haskell (1989) instruct us that, "Gathering data from potential clientele and actively involving them in the process of identifying potential educational programs increases the likelihood of implementing relevant educational programs" (p. 26). Further, Knowles (1980) stated, "Adults . . . tend to have a perspective of immediacy of application toward most of their learning" (p. 53), and, "education is a process of improving their ability to cope with life problems they face now" (p. 53). Accordingly, the "application," that is, the perceived sense of "utility" or "usefulness" of an innovation is an important decision rule regarding its future adoption. Similarly, Rogers (1995) explained, "One dimension of the compatibility of an innovation is the degree to which it meets a felt need" and that, "When felt needs are met, a faster rate of adoption occurs" (p. 228). So, understanding potential adopters' perceptions about the "usefulness" of innovation(s) (e.g., inservice topics) is of primary importance in all settings.
Regarding valid assessment and comparison of the groups' perceptions, Gall, Borg, and Gall (1996) suggested that it is possible to achieve triangulation (i.e., corroboration) by following a "process of using multiple data-collection methods, data sources, analysts, or theories to check the validity of case study findings" (p. 574). An application of this premise-a "multiple-case design"-could be two different workshop settings with different participants and variable inservice providers yet common objectives, i.e., a form of cross-case analysis (Gall et al., 1996, p. 579) . To this end, Gall et al. argued that, "researchers should conduct a cross-case analysis to help the reader determine whether there was generalizability at least within the cases that were studied" (p. 579). Accordingly, cross-case analysis was used to compare perceptions held by participants who comprised the two workshop groups.
Purpose and Research Questions
An initial purpose of this study was to assess the perceptions of inservice participants regarding the "usefulness" of topics presented during APPLE-sponsored agricultural education inservice (i.e., Ag Strands) conducted in Lithuania during the summer of 1998. The ultimate purpose was to provide information to those responsible for planning future inservice education programs for teachers of agriculture in Lithuania. The following research questions guided this study: (1) What were the perceptions of Ag Strand participants regarding the "usefulness" of inservice education topics presented during the 1998 APPLE courses? (2) What were the perceptions of Ag Strand participants regarding their future inservice education needs? (3) Were there differences in the perceptions of Ag Strand participants about the usefulness of selected inservice education topics depending on workshop group membership (cross-case analysis)?
Methods and Procedures
The 22 participants in a one-week workshop at the Kaunas Higher School of Agriculture and 14 participants in a two-week workshop at Utena, included educators from both high and higher schools of agriculture in Lithuania. These teachers and administrators were the sources of data (N = 36). The data were obtained via written questionnaires administered to the participants on the final day of inservice courses. Workshop participants were asked to rate the "usefulness" of inservice topics using a four-point response scale: "4" = "Very Useful," "3" = "Somewhat Useful," "2" = "Not Very Useful," and "1" = "Not Useful." Cronbach's coefficient alpha reliability estimates for the instruments were .95 and .96. Due to the varying duration of the two strands (one-week versus two-weeks) and number of workshop facilitators (Kaunas had one; Utena had three), the workshops' topics were similar, but not identical. So, a form of "triangulation," i.e., cross-case analysis (Gall et al., 1996 , pp. 574-575) was followed which allowed for "multivocality" (see Gall et al., 1996, p. 573) or for "consensus" to emerge, thus creating a more robust and valid "picture" of participants' perceptions about the usefulness of workshop topics.
To further identify educators' perceptions about future inservice education needs, respondents were also asked to respond to an open-ended question: "How can the APPLE Agricultural Strand be improved?" The survey instruments were prepared in cooperation with English language specialists employed by the Lithuanian University of Agriculture and the Kaunas Higher School of Agriculture. The questionnaires were reviewed for content validity by the workshop facilitators and then translated into Lithuanian. The translators then translated the participants' responses into English. Data were analyzed using descriptive statistics, including means and standard deviations.
Findings
The overall mean "usefulness" ratings for all inservice education topics by workshop group were 3.52 (Kaunas) and 3.44 (Utena), or halfway between "Somewhat Useful" and "Very Useful" (Tables 1 and 2 ). Only two workshop topics, "The Technical Agricultural Program at Michigan State University" (M = 2.93) ( Table 2) and the "Review and Planning Meeting with Representatives of the Ministry of Agriculture and Forestry (MOAF)" (M = 2.36) ( Table 2) had mean rating scores below 3.00; both were in the "Not Very Useful" range. The topics were grouped by researcher-determined "constructs" to enable a comparison of participants' ratings of "usefulness" for topics that were the same and for those that were similar "conceptually." The constructs were Orientation, An Overview of Agricultural Education in the United States, Teaching Methodology, Experiential Learning, Evaluation and Assessment, and Lithuanian Agricultural Education in the Future (Tables 1  and 2 ).
Orientation: Both groups of workshop participants perceived that the orientation phase (i.e., getting acquainted, introductions, and workshop overview) of the inservice was a useful exercise with mean rating scores of 3.82 (Table 1 ) and 3.71 (Table 2 ).
An Overview of Agricultural Education in the United States: The workshop groups rated the topics that addressed vocational education (M = 3.73) ( Table 1 ) and in particular, agricultural education (M = 3.57) ( Table 2) , as more useful than topics that approached education in the United States from a holistic perspective (e.g., "Introduction to the American Educational System," M = 3.23) ( Table 1 ).
Teaching Methodology: Inservice topics pertaining to teaching methodologies, with the exception of "Incorporating Youth Leadership Development . . ." (M = 3.29), were rated as approaching "Very Useful" (M > 3.71) by both workshop groups (Tables 1 and 2 ).
Experiential Learning: The Kaunas group rated three of four "planning" related topics as approaching "Very Useful" (M > 3.68) (Table  1) . However, the Utena participants' ratings for experiential learning topics aligned themselves along a dichotomy of the "theoretical" versus the "practical." That is, topics that focused on integrating, planning, and managing experiential learning programs rated lower in usefulness (M < 3.21) than did topics that involved the "application" of this construct (e.g., "case study" or theory-in-use examples; M > 3.71) ( Table 2 ). In fact, the highest rated inservice education topic for either group was the topic "An Experiential Learning Case Study: Specialty Forage Production" (M = 4.00) ( Table 2 ).
Evaluation and Assessment: For both groups, participants rated the usefulness of inservice topics related to "evaluation and assessment" midway between "Somewhat Useful" and "Very Useful" and higher (M > 3.50) (Tables 1 and 2 ).
Lithuanian Agricultural Education in the Future: Participants' perceptions about the usefulness of topics that addressed the current status and future outlook for agricultural education in Lithuania ranged from "Somewhat Useful" (M = 3.00) (Table 2) to halfway between "Somewhat Useful" and "Very Useful" (M = 3.50; M = 3.55) (Tables 1 and 2 ). This construct contained the topic perceived least useful by either group: "Review and Planning Meeting with Representatives of the Ministry of Agriculture and Forestry" (M = 2.36) ( Table 2) . a Researcher-determined construct.
Workshop participants' comments on how to improve future APPLE-sponsored inservice education diverged between two themes: content (i.e., topics) and structure (i.e., delivery procedures). Content suggestions included emphasizing visual communication techniques in teaching (as an innovation), stressing the "psychological" aspects of teaching and learning (e.g., student motivation and assessment), and devoting more time to the use of "applied" or "practical" teaching methodologies. Participants' thoughts about workshop structure suggested the need to compartmentalize workshops based on teaching specialty (e.g., "animal husbandry"), using more visualization media during workshop instruction (as a means of delivery), changing the timing of workshops from the summer to the school year, and shortening the length of workshops.
Conclusions, Implications, and
Recommendations According to the findings this study, performing an "orientation" (e.g., introductions) is more than just a mere perfunctory exercise. Participants of both workshops perceived it as having high utility; therefore, it should remain a component of future inservice education programs.
Future inservice topics should describe and explain vocational education in the United States in general and agricultural education in particular. Attempts to explain the American educational system in a "broad" sense should be secondary and delivered in context relative to understanding the role of vocational (including agricultural) education.
In general, inservice topics that focused on teaching methodologies were rated as having a high degree of usefulness by both groups, and should continue to be a component of future inservice education efforts. This recommendation concurs with that of Connors and Brousseau (1997) . Qualitative data also revealed participants' interests in learning more about the "psychological" aspects of teaching and learning, the uses of visual communication in teaching, and the use of "practical" learning tasks. Inservice providers should be cognizant of these expressed needs when planning future workshops.
The inclusion of youth leadership development activities (i.e., the FFA) as a workshop topic was viewed by the Utena participants as only slightly more than "Somewhat Useful" (Table 2 ). Edwards and Thuemmel (2000) supported this finding. However, Kaunas participants perceived that the concept of "multiple intelligences" was approaching the level of a "Very Useful" instructional planning tool (Table 1) . Does the latter finding suggest that these views should be more congruent if the case is made that FFA activities, for example, those designed to expand and enrich students in an affective "sense" are arguably linked to both "intrapersonal" and "interpersonal" intelligences (Gardner, 1983) ? Consequently, future inservice providers are encouraged to "revisit" the topic of youth leadership development and, together with their Lithuanian colleagues, endeavor to discover how an instructional component devoted to youth leadership development, one similar to the FFA (and 4-H) model(s), may "fit" in the Lithuanian agricultural education delivery system (Edwards & Thuemmel, 2000; Edwards, Thuemmel, & Kisieliene, 2000) , and what the most significant barriers would be to its successful implementation.
The principles of experiential learning presented contextually, i.e., as a case study, were especially well received by workshop participants. This may be further evidence of the participants' appreciation for an "applied" or theory-in-use teaching approach (see number 3), and also may represent a means for accommodating their expressed need for more information about components of the American agricultural and natural resource system. The delivery of this topic lends itself to extensive visual presentation as well. So, future inservice programming should "frame" and "deliver" the topic of experiential learning in such a way to include these dimensions.
Participants of both workshops perceived that inservice topics about the evaluation and assessment of learning were useful. In agreement with other researchers (Thuemmel et al., 1998) , future programs should continue to incorporate these topics.
Participants perceived that the opportunity for direct contact with MOAF officials, for the purpose of reviewing workshop efficacy and discussing future inservice needs, was not useful. It is unknown if this position is an artifact of the heretofore highly centralized "top-down" governmental system, and thus it caused participants to believe that this activity was not a "legitimate" opportunity for input, dialogue, and perhaps even criticism. This perception, in and of itself, may need further study as Lithuania continues to move toward a participatory democracy. Conversely, Thuemmel et al. (1998) found the use of "visioning exercises" (p. 7) to be an effective method for discussing the future of Lithuanian agricultural education. Thus, future inservice providers should consider using this approach and also investigate other alternatives.
Future inservice providers should consider offering "specialty" strands within the realm of agriculture and the environmental system, conducting workshops at alternate times to the summer, and varying the length of inservice strands.
We live, work, and attempt to facilitate change under "real time conditions" with "real people" who are facing "real problems" in the present (Knowles, 1980; Rogers, 1995) . Accordingly, wise facilitators of change must use a continuous stream of client feedback to adapt, adjust, and refine their message and their methods (Waters & Haskell, 1989; Thuemmel et al., 1998) in the present and in the future. For this study, cross-case analysis was a valuable research tool, one that strengthened our understanding of client feedback. So, if multiple Ag Strand inservice workshops are offered in the future, especially ones in which providers and/or topics vary but the program objectives are similar, then conducting cross-case analysis is encouraged (Gall et al., 1996) .
